 Flint Chamber to take area code fight to court  
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 Flint-area business leaders announced today plans to take legal action

 against a new telephone area code "overlay."  Officials at the Flint Area

 Chamber of Commerce said they will retain a law firm that specializes in

 communications cases to block the 586 area code overlay.

 On May 6, the North American Numbering Plan Administration intends to

 implement the 586 overlay code within the existing 810 code.

 The move is designed to meet the increased demand for area codes because

 of the growing use of such things as cellular phones and computer modems.

 Chamber president Lawrence P. Ford wants the overlay's implementation

 delayed so that another alternative to ease the region's area code strain can be sought.

 Ford said attorneys from Varnum, Riddering, Schmidt and Howlett of Grand

 Rapids will help the chamber determine possible remedies, including whether to go to federal court for a temporary restraining order.

 But, Ford said, he hopes the law firm will be able to persuade area code

 organizers to "open some meaningful dialogue" to avoid an expensive or lengthy court battle.

 "Maybe, just maybe, there'll be a new idea in their world," said Ford.

 Under the numbering administration's plan, no geographic split would be

 made for telephone customers. Instead, new residents and businesses

 within the existing 810 region would be assigned the 586 area code if no

 810 numbers are available.

 Existing 810 customers and new 586 customers would be required to dial

 10 digits for all calls - and maybe even 11 digits if local phone providers require customers to also dial a "1" before the area code, toll call or not.

 Ford and other Flint business leaders aren't convinced the 586 overlay code is necessary, and they're upset public input was not sought regarding the matter.

 Besides being inconvenient and inefficient, they say, having two codes within one area is confusing and will make it difficult for callers to assess whether they're making a free or long-distance connection.

 "Right now we're not satisfied that there was any logic to this" other than an overlay being convenient for the numbering administration to implement, Ford said.

 Officials at the chamber argue that the congestion could be eased by establishing a new area code for the Flint area or limiting the amount of numbers given to each telephone provider so the businesses don't have more numbers than they do customers.

 The chamber first raised its concerns to telephone service providers last summer, when plans for 586 were announced in July.

 Ford said the chamber decided to seek legal intervention now because of the looming implementation date and an "optional dialing period" set to kick off Saturday.

 From Saturday through May 6, callers will be able to make 810 calls by dialing seven, 10 or 11 digits. The period is intended to help customers get accustomed to the dialing requirements of the 586 plan.  

 On May 6, callers who dial seven digits will hear a recorded message reminding them to dial 10 or 11 digits and will be forced to redial.

 "Time is the trigger here," said Ford. "We simply do not have time."

 Ford said the cost to hire the firm and fight the battle in court could exceed $60,000. He said the chamber has "a couple thousand" dollars set aside for legal expenses. The group is asking its 1,800 members to contribute the rest.

 Ford said the Grand Rapids law firm was chosen because of its expertise in dealing with the FCC and Michigan Public Service Commission.

 The chamber's Governmental Affairs Committee in November sent letters to Michigan's senators, Democrat Carl Levin and Republican Spencer Abraham,

 asking them to appeal the decision before the Federal Communications

 Commission.

 Ford said the chamber has the support of Abraham as well as state Rep.

 Patricia A. Lockwood, D-Fenton.

